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(Western Red Karen) Phonology 
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1. Introduction 

The Kayah Li language is a Central Karenic language. The position of Karenic languages 
among Tibeto-Burman languages has been disputed. Malisoff (1973) classifies Red Karen under 
Tibeto-Burman while Benedict (1973) and Egerod (1973) classify Red Karen under Tibeto-Karen 
due to the SVO structure of Karenic languages, which differs from the SOV structure of all other 
Tibeto-Burman languages (see Figure 1). 

Kayah Li is spoken in Kayah (Karermi) State of Myanmar (Burma) as well as in the 
border area of Mae Hong Son Province in northwest Thailand. The number of Kayah Li people 
is estimated to be at around 280,000 (Grimes 1988), of which roughly 60% speak Kayah Li. Of 
the 280,000 Kayah people, it was estimated (1983) that 77,900 of them are living in Thailand 
(Grimes 1988). 

There are two main divisions of Kayah Li, being divided as Eastern and Western Kayah 
Li. "The primary division among Kayah Li dialects is between East and West, with the boundary 
following the line of either the Pun or the Salween river..." (p. 3, Solnit 1991). Though the 
differences between the two are minimal, this study focuses only on Western Kayah Li. 

Information on the number of Western Kayah Li speakers residing in Thailand is not 
available at this time, though a figure of 1500 speakers (in five villages) may be a close estimate. 
All data was gathered from speakers of the Kyebogyi dialect area who have come to reside in 
Thailand. In Kayah State, where the largest percentage of the population resides, the Kyebogyi 
dialect is spoken to the west of the Pun and Salween Rivers (see Figure 2). 
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2. The Syllable and Interpretation of Segments 

2.1 The Syllable: 

There are four syllable types in Kayah U -- V, CV, CCV, and CCCV. The nucleus of the 
syllable can occur without consonantal margins, or it can be preceded by a consonant or a 
consonant cluster. Closed syllables are never found in Kayah Li, though glottals can occur after 
vowels. The CV syllable pattern is by far the most common. 

Note the following examples (superscripted numbers following syllables mark tone): 



V 


/oV 


'live' 




I2M 


'3rd person 


CV 


IA9I 


'at' 




/zoV 


'monkey' 


ccv 


/pre/ 


'just' 




/taikli/ 


'tortoise' 


cccv 


/kljeV 


'army' 




/krwi/ 


'bone' 



Tones occur on the nucleus of syllables, as does breathiness. 

A single diphthong /ui^/ is treated as one vowel following the CV pattern. 

CV IX^uPI 'heavy' 

2.2 Interpretation of Segments: 

2.2.1 Kayah Li Contoids 

The following Phonetic Chart of Kayah Li contoids (Figure 3), will serve to inform the 
discussion though there is no specific phenomenon occurring on the contoids that will be 
discussed. 
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Figure 3. Phonetic Chart of Contoids 
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2.2.2 Kayah Li Vocoids 

The following Phonetic Chart of Kayah Li vocoids (Figure 4), will serve to inform the 
discussion. 

Figure 4. Phonetic Chart of Vocoids 
Clear Breathy Diphthongs 
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2.2,3 Breathiness 

All Kayah Li clear vowels (including diphthong /ui®/) are contrastive with their 
corresponding breathy vowels. Since breathiness is distinctive, two full sets of vowels are 
proposed. The breathy vowels exhibit slightly more chest air with less of a glottal than the non- 
breathy vowels. Note the following data showing contrast between breathy and non-breathy 
vowels and diphthongs. 
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[H^] 


'letter' 


[V8l] 


'bamboo' 


[noi] 


*to spar' 


[m 


'red' 


[V£>] 


'husband' 


[noi] 


'horn' 


[t3] 


'push* 


[ma] 


*scar' 


[2je>] 


'meat' 


m 


'together' 


[ma] 


'yes' 


[zjs^] 


'far' 


[zui] 


'distance oneself' 


[mo^ 


*gong' 


[mja] 


'look* 


[zuieM 


'believe' 


[moi] 


'love' 


[mu^mja] 


'ugly' 


[ne] 


'ghost' 


[pu] 


'square can' 


[thwo3] 


'become' 


[ne] 


'body' 


[PU] 


'cow' 


[thwQi] 


'tendon' 






[nui^i] 


*that' 


[Iwi] 


*sow seed' 






[nui^n 


* smell ' 


[Iwi^] 


'four' 



2.2A Diphthongs 

As the third consonant position in the CCCV syllable is only filled by /j/ and /w/, the 
CCCV syllable type could be eliminated entirely from the analysis by analyzing the palatal and 
labial velar glides as diphthongs occupying the V slots. This would also have the advantage of 
eliminating the consonant phonemes [j] and [w]. This would, however, require the addition of 
10 diphthongs (including breathy) to the vowel inventory: [^o ^o ^i ^i ^e ^e ^e -^e ^a-U]. 

A more conclusive argument for analyzing /j/ and/w/ as consonants is that the glides 
occur m sequence in a single CCV syllable. 



[jwo] ^raised bump' 



[jwopli^] 'erase' 



At least [j] is necessary. The only alternative would be to introduce a tripthong [i^o]. 



Interpret as diphthongs: Interpret as [j]: 

[i^o] 'raised bump' [jwo] 'raised bump' 

[i^opli^] 'erase' [jwopli^] 'erase' 
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Retaining [ui^] as the only diphthong is not unnatural as [lu^] sets itself apart from the 
palatal and labial-velar glides in being both a centralizing glide, as well as originating in an 
approximant. [lu] is universally less likely to function as a consonant than [j] and [w]. 
Phonetically [ui®] sets itself further apart in that it is an offglide with the weight occuring on the 
1st segment of [iii®] as opposed to onglides [je ja wo v^i we] where the weight occurs on the 
2nd segment. 

3. Phonemes 

3.1 Consonants 

In Figures 5 and 6 consonant and vowel phoneme charts are presented, followed by 
charts displaying contrast between the segments. 



Figure 5, Kayah Li Consonants 

Labial Inter Alveolar Alv 



Dental 



Plosive 


vl 


P 




t 




vl asp 


ph 




th 




vd 


b 




d 


Affricate 


vl 








Fricative 


vl 
vl asp 




e 


Sh 




vd 


V 




Z 


Nasal 


vd 


m 




n 


Tap 








r 


Lateral 








1 


Approximant 


vd 


w 







Ret 



Alv Palatal Velar Glottal 
Pal 

k 

kh 
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3J.1 Phonological Rule (Palatalization)^ 

The sound [J] only occurs before [+high] vowels while [s^] never does. Note the 
following examples: 



Lfje^] 


'ten' 


\ 


'mountain' 


[[i^JP] 


*to kindle a fire' 


[shuMja3] 


'ask' 


[Ji^me] 


'disappear' 


[hes^im^i] 


'reply' 



The following rule is posited which describes a voiceless aspirated grooved fricative [s^] 
becoming a voiceless alveopalatal grooved fricative before a [+high] vowel. 

/s**/->Ln/ V 

[+ high] 

Thus» [J] is an allophone of the phoneme fs^f. 

3.1.2 Phonological Rule (Fronting)^ 

In general. \j\] only occurs before [-back] vowels and [q] never does. Note die following 
examples: 



[pe3] 


Tor' 


[gal] 


'turn head' 


Ijije^] 


'long time' 


[r}ui] 


'price' 


[eejie^] 


'to know' 


[qai] 


'turn head' 


[dojie] 


'long ago' 


[dagiu^i] 


'kneel down' 



The following rule is posited which describes a voiced velar nasal [rj] becoming a palatal nasal 
before a [-back] vowel. 

/!)/ -^ [p] / V 

[-back] 



^(persoiial communication from J. Fraser Bennett). 
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Thus, \j\] is an allophone of the phoneme /r)/. 

3.1.3 Labial contrasts. 

Labial consonants / p p*^ b m v / are shown to be in contrast by the following examples. 





P 


ph 


b 


m 


V 


i 


[pi^] 
'flute' 


'rice husk' 


[bi3] 
'bean' 


[mi3] 
'puss' 


[vi3] 
'to sow' 





[po^] 

'place hand on 
something' 


[pho3] 

•fly' 


[bo'] 

'lie in wait' 


[nip3] 
'bum' 


[Vp3] 

'to bend' 


a 


[Pja] 
'difficult' 


[phja] 
'to hang' 


[bja] 
'sticky' 


[mja] 

'to see' 


[vja] 

'kind of bee' 


u 


[pu] 
'square can' 


[phu] 
'baby' 


[bu3] 
'white' 


[muOei] 
* betel nut' 






UI 


[pui'] 
'classifier' 


[phuii] 
'near' 


[bull] 
'fat' 


[mui^] 
'drunk' 


[taWuii] 
'round' 



3.L4 Nasal contrasts. 

Nasal consonants / m n r) / are shown to be in contrast by the following examples. 





m 


n 


r) 


e 


[me3] 
'wife' 


[ne»eui®i] 
'remember' 






e 


[mE3] 
'son-in-law' 


[ne^] 
'you'- 


[r)£^nip] 
'banana tree' 


u 


[ta^mui] 
'one group' 


[nu>] 
'leprosy' 


[qui] 
'price' 
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a 


[s**D^ma3] 


[na3] 


[gal] 




'ribs on bamboo* 


'brother* 


'turn head' 


lU 


[miu3] 


[niu^plo^] 


[daqui^] 




'beat' 


'kind of seeds' 


'kneel down' 



3.1.5 Alveolar, interdental and palatal contrasts 

Alveolar, interdental and palatal consonants / 1 1** d n 9 tj" s^ g z r 1 j /arc shown to be in 
contrast by the following examples. 





t 


th 


d 


n 


e 


ty 


ja 


[tja] 
'before' 


[t^jan 
'climb* 


[djai] 
'keep* 


nja»] 
'tame* 


[0jana] 
'same as* 


[tj-jai] 
'weigh' 


e 


[te3ma] 
'to note' 


[the3] 
'bear' 


[leMe3] 
'visit' 


[iine3] 
'flatulence* 


[ee] 

'want' 


[tj-esee] 
'kid' 





[toi] 
'no* 




[nuia^do^ 
'fit inside' 


[noi] 
'later' 




[tjo'] 
'wet' 









[tp^mo] 
'kapok* 


[t^oi] 
'drum' 


[doi] 
'beat' 


[non 
'horn' 


[601] 
'tree' 


[a'tjoi] 
'between' 


wo 


[tWQ] 

'beautiful' 


[t^woi] 
'tendon' 


[phjedwo] 
'to keep' 


[nwo] 
'choose* 




[tjwo] 
'knife' 




ui^ 


[tui3] 
'until* 


[thuiSl] 
'heavy* 


[diu^n 
'to rest* 


[nui^i] 
'that' 


[0ui3i] 
'louse' 


'walk' 





sh 


? 


z 


r 


I 


J 


ja 


[shjan 
'push' 






[rja] 
'good* 


[Ijakio3] 
'larger' 










e 


[s^e^] 
'afraid* 






[ru3re3] 
'scissors* 


[tjui^le^] 
'go visit* 


[je^] 
'this' 
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[sV] 
'mountain' 


'large water 
urn' 


[zazoi] 
'photo' 


[rgimui] 
'early' 


[Ipi] 
'garden' 




, 





'to plant' 


[go] 
'thousand' 


[zo] 
'to bend' 


[ro] 
'so' 


[hob] 
'pregnant' 






wo 












[a^jwo'] 
'not enough' 












UJS 


[shui»khe3] 
'situation' 




[ZUl9] 

'rat' 




[lui^^ne] 
'ghost' 











5.7.6 Velar and Labial-Velar contrasts 

Velar and labial-velar consonants /k k*^ r) w/ are shown to be in contrast by the following 
examples. 





k 


kh 


Q 


w 


* 


[kii] 
'if 


[k^i] 
'appointment' 










a 


[kai] 
lie' 


[khaibei] 
*take to feel' 


[qairai] 
*to sin' 






E 


[ke] 
'harvest' 


[kh£] 

'shoot' 


'banana tree' 









[ko'] 
'small urn' 


[hekhoi] 

'speak 
indirectly' 




[W03] 

'boil' 




ja 


[kja] 
'to wear' 


[khjai] 
leg' 










je 


[kje^] 
'to tie' 


[kl^je^] 
'after' 











76 



Bryant 



Nates on Wej/ern Kayah Li (Western Red Karen) Phonology 



3.2 Vowels 

Figure 6. Kayah Li Vowels 

Front Central Back 

Unround Round Unround Round Unround Round 
Close i ui u 

Half-Close e a o 

Half-Open e o 

Open a 

All vowels and diphthongs can also be breathy (see page 69), 

The diphthong /ui®/is not represented in the above chart but is included as a phoneme in 

Western Kayah Li. 
3.2.1 Vocalic Contrasts 

The vowel HI, realized phonetically as [i], is shown to be in contrast with /eaosaou 
ui j / by the following examples. 



i 


e 


i 


d 


i 





'excrement' 


*eat* 


[s^i] 
'caterpillar' 


[Sho] 
'in curry' 


[mi^ 
'grass* 


[men 
*gong' 


[hii] 
* house* 


[he»] 
*earth' 


[ki] 

'spread little 
bit* 


[k3] 
'shout' 


phi3] 
'rice husk' 


[pho3] 
*to cook' 


[di^l 

*rice' 


[leMe3] 
'wander* 


'letter' 


[l9] 
'extra' 


[khi] 
'dark' 


[kho] 
'different* 


[taini3] 
'bee' 


[ta^nei] 
*think' 


[di^l 
'frog' 


[dan 
'wear* 


[kin 

'if 


[kon 
'small urn' 






[hi] 
'not yet' 


[ha] 
'read* 


[lin 
'letter* 


[Ion 
Afloat' 
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' 


e 


i 


a 


i 





'sweet' 


'bamboo' 


[ni] 
'particle' 


[na] 
'and' 


[di3] 
'rice' 


[dD3] 
'village' 


[kM3] 
'sister-in-law' 


[k^£i] 

'jaw' 


[moli3] 
'morning' 


'very' 


[hi] 
'not yet' 


[ho] 
'already' 


[mi^] 
'puss' 


'son-in-law' 


[sM^mji] 
light' 


[si^a3] 

'carry bag on 
shoulder' 


[di^] 
'frog' 


[doi] 
'beat' 


[tW] 
'penis' 


'needle' 


[dil] 
'frog' 


[dai] 
'nine' 










[bi] 
*when' 


[be] 
'succeed' 



















' 


u 


i 


Ul 


i 


-i 


[di^] 
'frog' 


[dui] 
'big' 


'sticky' 


[ui3] 
'bum' 


[pli] 

'beat with stick' 


[pU^] 
'tongue' 


[ei^] 

'2 pi' 


[eu^] 

'type of 
basket' 


[hitoi] 
*not yet' 


[hui] 
'to fan' 


[vi3] 
'city' 


[yi^] 

*throw' 


[aithi3] 
*stingy' 


[aHhu3] 
*long' 


[mil] 
'fire' 


[miui] 
'powder' 


[vi^] 

'sweet' 


[yii] 

'wrap 
around' 










[li^] 
'letter' 


[H^] 
'red' 


















[taiki3] 

'kind of insect' 


[ki^] 

'pierce' 











The vowel /e/, realized phonetically as [e], is shown to be in contrast with / a o e a o u 
ui e / by the following examples. 
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e 


d 


e 





e 


8 


[pe] 
'not yet' 


[P3] 
'rule* 


[el] 
'eat* 


[0^] 

'live' 


[the] 

'stop to 
speak' 


[th£] 

'needle* 


[he] 
'tell' 


[ha] 

'read' 


[le3en 
*find to eat* 


[le3o3] 

'find to drink* 


[be'] 
'keep' 


[Ibei] 
'touch' 


[te'] 
'to line' 


[t3i] 
'one' 


[be3] 
'cup' 


[boi] 

'to shower' 


[Be] 
'want' 


'breathe' 


[le^] 

'how about' 


[l3^] 

*high' 






[he] 
'teir 


[he^] 
'speed* 














[le3] 
*how ' 


[l£^] 
'moon* 











[e^] 
'eat* 



[an 
'bite' 



[ta^me^] 
*one-clsf 



[ta^mo^] 
'sharpen* 



[le^] 

'how about' 



[lu^] 
3s 'it' 



[ne] 
'ghost' 



[na] 
'and' 



[he] 
'tell* 



[ho] 
'already' 



[me3] 
'clsf 



[mu^mja] 

*ugly' 



[tle3] 
'check* 



[tja^tjiu^] 
'bush* 



[plen 
*set down' 



[plon 
'termite' 



[re] 

'first 
mound* 



[ru] 
'snake' 



[le^l 

'how about' 



[la3] 
'very* 



[the3] 
'bear' 



[tho3] 
'drum' 



[the»] 
'exit' 



[t^uipla] 
'spit' 



e 


lU 


e 


e 


[be3] 
'cup' 


[bui3] 
'diin* 


[u3pe3] 
'who* 


[aipe3] 
'flat* 


[tle3] 
'check' 


[tjiuq 
'erect' 


[pe] 
'not yet' 


[pe] 
'for' 



79 



Notes on Western Kayah Li (Western Red Karen) Phonology 



Bryant 



[Be] 
'want' 


[Oui] 
^mistake' 


[ne] 
'ghost' 


[ne] 
'body' 


[the3] 
'bear' 


[thui3] 
'side' 










[pe] 
'not yet' 


[pm] 
'catch' 











The vowel /e/, realized phonetically as [e], is shown to be in contrast with h o & o u ui tf 
by the following examples. 



£ 


3 


£ 





e 


a 


[le^] 
'moon' 


[l3] 

'most' 


[£] 
'to call' 


[oi] 
'live' 


[p^e] 
*grow' 


[p^a] 
'skin' 


[me3] 
'son-in-law' 


[vi^ma^] 
'township' 


[kl£] 
'market' 


[klo3] 
'line' 


[t^^e^] 
'gold' 


[thai] 
'sesame' 


[del] 
*famous' 


[d^i] 
'wear' 


[k^e] 
'shoot' 


[kt^o] 
'different' 


[e^ 
'he/she' 


[ai] 
'his/her' 


lp£] 
'stupid' 


[ps] 
*rule' 


[leM 

'leave' 


[Ion 
Afloat' 


[ne] 

'long knife' 


[na] 
'and' 










[den 
'famous' 


[dai] 
'nine' 












z 





e 


u 


e 


UI 


[de3] 
'bald' 


[do3] 
'village' 


[ee] 

'threaten' 


[Ou] 
'fat' 


[ee] 

'threaten' 


[0tu] 
'mistake' 


'gold' 


[t^D^] 

'drum' 


[k^ei] 
'sour' 


[k^ui] 
*on' 


[del] 
'famous' 


[dull] 
'alone' 



80 



Bryant 



Notes on Western Kayah Li (Western Red Karen) Phonology 



'chin' 


[k^oi] 
'dam' 


[phe3] 
'father' 


[p^u] 
'child' 


[eel] 

'fruit' 


[euii] 
'porcupine' 


'hurt* 


[sho3] 

'strong 
stick' 


[i^shei] 
'salt' 


[shun 

'bamboo 
basket' 


[i^shei] 
'salt' 


[a»shuii] 
'feather' 


'many' 


[a^o] 

'it's rotten' 






[me^ii] 
'dirty water' 


[miu3] 
'hit' 














'day' 


[eu3] 
'send' 











e 


e 


[lei] 
'leave' 


'moon' 


'machine' 


'to test' 


[vei] 
'bamboo' 


[ve-] 
'husband' 


[pe] 
stupid* 


[pe'] 
'Ipl' 



The vowel h/, realized phonetically as h/, is shown to be in contrast with /o a o u ui a 
ui^/ by the following examples. 



3 





3 


a 


3 





[to'] 


[ton 


[1^] 


[la^oi] 


[tl^n 


[tjon 


'one' 


'no' 


high' 


'karate 
expert' 


'kind' 


'tie' 


[pa'] 


[tl^iapQi] 


[da] 


[da] 


[h3] 


[ho] 


'train animal' 


'pig garden' 


at' 


'wing' 


'read' 


'already' 
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*rice' 


[ho3] 
*hall' 


'one* 


[taihe] 
'some' 


'wear' 


[do^] 
'beat' 



3 


u 


3 


Ul 


d 


3 


[da] 

*to' 


[du3] 
'sweep' 


[t3] 

'push' 


[tl^ui] 

'tug of war' 


[ts] 
'push' 


[ta] 
'together' 


[ps] 
'rule' 


[pu] 
'square can' 


[P3] 
'rule' 


[pui] 
'to catch' 








[phgl] 

*short' 


[p^^ui] 
*a pair' 


'kind' 


[tjuin 
'soft tin' 










[doi] 
'to wear' 


[du^] 
'big' 


*high' 


[lui3] 

*to put in 
bamboo' 











s 


Ul3 


*push' 


[tui9] 
'arrive' 


[ha] 
'read' 


[hui3] 
'cover' 



The vowel /a/, realized phonetically as [a], is shown to be in contrast with /o o u ui a/ 
by the following examples. 



a 





a 





a 


u 


[ka^] 


[kC] 


[si^a3] 


[S*^03] 


[na] 


[nu] 


'lie' 


^mall urn' 


'carry bag 
on shoulder' 


'hard stick' 


'and' 


'female' 


[na] 


[no^] 


[kra] 


[kro] 


[pha] 


[p^u] 


'and' 


Uater' 


* touch' 


'deer' 


'skin' 


'child' 
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[ma'] 
'order/is' 


[moi] 
'gong' 


[pla3] 
'arm' 


[plo'] 

'termite 
mound' 


[la3] 
'very' 


[lu3] 
'3s' 










[dai] 
'nine' 


[du'] 
'big' 











a 


m 


a 


a 


[ban 
'pick fruit' 


[bull] 
'dare' 


[ma] 
'scar' 


[ma] 

'yes' 


[p^a] 
'skin' 


[bja^p^ui] 

'bamboo 
thorn' 


[la] 
*to dry' 


[la] 
'boulder' 


[sha] 
^fight' 


[shm] 
'bum' 


[kai] 
'lie' 


[ka^ 
'return' 


[s^a^] 

'carry bag on 
shoulder' 


[shui3] 
'threat' 










[mos^a^ 
'early eve' 


'feather' 











The vowel /u/, realized phonetically as [u], is shown to be in contrast with /o o ui u/ by 
the following examples. 



u 





u 





u 


lU 


[tyu>] 
'wounded' 


[tloq 
'wet' 


[dui] 
'big' 


[don 
'beat' 


[bu3] 
'white' 


[bui3] 
'thin' 


[ku3] 
'in' 


[oiko^] 
'rest' 






[s^uH 
'debt' 


[shui>] 
'feather' 






[niu^mja] 
'ugly' 


[mo^] 
'open' 






[ku3] 

'in' 


[kiu3] 
'wear pants' 
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'a pair' 


[phui^ 
'near' 
















'wounded' 


^sofl' 











u 


U 


[ilu3] 

'to dry rice' 


'to tunnel' 


[aizu^] 
'easy' 


[ZU3] 

'point' 


[pu] 
'square can' 


[pu] 

'cow' 


'wounded' 


'avalanche' 



The vowel /iii/, realized phonetically as [ui], is shown to be in contrast with /o o lu lu^/ 
by the following examples. 



lU 





lU 





UI 


m 


[plui3] 
'wasps' 


[pIo3] 
'hole' 


'make 
powdery' 


'depend' 


Iziu] 

'distance 
oneself' 


[ziue^ 
'believe' 


[ziu^t^ui] 

'type of 
sores' 


[het^o] 

'share, 
express' 


[tjui3] 

'together' 


[tJo3] 
'tie' 


[lui3] 

'put in 
bamboo' 


[lui^] 

'chase' 






[hui] 
'to fan' 


[ho] 
'stomach' 


















[t;uii] 
'soft tin' 


[tjo^] 
'pack' 
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UI 


ui3 


[thui3] 

'finish' 


[thui^J] 
'heavy' 


[tjui] 

'tug of war' 


[tlui^] 
'go' 


[Ul3] 

'bum' 


[Ul31] 

'shadow' 



The vowel /oA realized phonetically as [o], is shown to be in contrast with h q/ by the 
following examples. 












Q 


'drink' 


[33] 

'roll log' 


[tj-c] 

'wet' 


'creep' 


[on 
'live' 


[0'] 

'to bark' 


[kho^] 
'friend' 


[9etakt>o3] 
*to hate' 


[pho3] 
'cook' 


[ph33] 

•fly' 


[mo^ 
'gong' 


[moi] 
'love' 


[no'] 
'later' 


[no'] 
'horn' 











The vowel /a/, realized phonetically as [o], is shown to be in contrast with /p/ by the 
following examples. 









[noi] 
'to spar' 


[npi] 
'horn' 


[io>] 
*Iouse' 


'black' 
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[taimo^] 

^shaqjened 
bamboo' 



[nio3] 
'trunk' 



3.3 Residue 

1. In the Western Kayah Li orthography, spelled words differentiate between the consonant 
vowel combination [jo]and [wo] though, phonetically, one lends to hear [wo] most of the 
time. It is possible that [jo] is an allophone of [wo] as J. Fraser Bennett suggests, though at 
this time more research needs to be done. 

2. [h] becomes a voiceless velar fricative [x] in a few known words. Note the following 
examples. 

[xs^] *rice' [nix9] 'to listen' 

The Western Kayah Li orthography accounts for these changes by writing a voiceless velar 
stop [k] between the /h/ and the following vowel. In the above case of [xs^] 'rice' it would 
be written [hko^], 

3. [0] appears to be in free variation with [J]. More research will need to be done to determine 
environmental conditions. 

4. Allophone Statements 

All sounds are made with egressive lung air. 

4.1 Consonants 

/p/ [p] voiceless bilabial stop. /piV [pi3] 'flute' 

/p^/ [p^] voiceless aspirated bilabial stop. /pW [p^u] 'baby' 

/b/ [b] voiced bilabial stop. ^iV [bi^] 'bean' 

/m/ [m] voiced bilabial nasal. /muiV [miu^] 'drunk' 

/v/ [v] voiced labiodental fricative. /viV [vi3] *sow seeds' 

/9/ [0] voiceless interdental fricative. /0oV [00^] *tree' 
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I\J 


[t] 


/th/ 


[th] 


/d/ 


[d] 


/n/ 


[n] 


/tj/ 


m 


/§/ 


[5] 


/sh/ 


[sh] 



Bryant Notes on Western Kayah Li (Western Red Karen) Phonology 

voiceless alveolar stop, /tja/ [tja] 'before' 
voiceiss aspirated alveolar stop. /t^eV [t^^e^] 'bear' 
voiced alveolar stop. /doV [doi] 'beat' 
voiced alveolar nasal. /noV [no^] 'later' 
voiceless alveolar grooved affricate. /tJoV [tyo'] 'wet' 
voiceless alveolar retroflexed grooved fricative. /§\x/ [gu] 'gas' 
[s^] voiceless aspirated alveolar grooved fricative./s*^eV [s^e^] 'afraid' (never 

occurs before (+high] vowels) 
[j] voiceless alveopalatal grooved fricative, /s^ja/ [Jja] 'push' (occurs only 
before [+high] vowels) 

voiced alveolar grooved fricative, /zo/ [zo] 'to bend' 
voiced alveolar vibrant, /rja/ [rja] 'good' 
voiced alveolar lateral approximant. /loV [lo^] 'garden' 
voiced palatal central approximant. /jeV [je^] 'this' 
voiceless velar stop. /kiV [ki^] *if 

fk^f [k^] voiceless aspirated velar stop. /k^iV [k^ii] 'appointment' 

/r)/ [t]] voiced velar nasal. /qaV [qa^ 'turn head' (never occurs before [+front] 

vowels) 
fji] voiced alveopalatal nasal. /ijeV [pe^] 'for' (occurs only before [+front] 

vowels) 
/w/ [wj voiced labial-velar central approximant. /woV [wo^] 'boil' 

4.2 Vowels 

III [i] voiced close front unrounded vocoid. /hiV [hi^] 'house' 

/i/ [i] voiced breathy close front unrounded vocoid. /yjV [yii] 'wrap around* 

/e/ [e] voiced half-close front unrounded vocoid. /ne/ [ne] 'ghost' 

/<?/ [e] voiced breathy half-close front unrounded vocoid. /pe/ [pg] 'for' 
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/z/ 


[z] 


M 


[r] 


l\l 


[1] 


l]l 


U] 


/k/ 


[k] 



Izl 


[e] 


Id 


[£] 


hi 


[3] 


hi 


[3] 


IzJ 


[a] 


/a/ 


[a] 
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voiced half-open front unrounded vocoid. /tje/ [iJe] ^machine' 
voiced breathy half-open front unrounded vocoid. /tJgV [tj'eS] *to test' 
voiced half-close central unrounded vocoid. /bV [igsj *high' 
voiced breathy half-close central unrounded vocoid. /ta/ [to] ^together' 
voiced open central unrounded vocoid. /ma/ [ma] 'soar' 
voiced breathy open central unrounded vocoid. /kaV [kai] 'return' 
/lu/ [ui] voiced close back unrounded vocoid. /zui/ [zui] 'distance oneself 
/u?/ [Uf] voiced breathy close back unrounded vocoid. /luiV[luii] 'chase' 
voiced close back rounded vocoid. /pu/ [pu] 'square can' 
voiced breathy close back rounded vocoid. /pu/ [pu] 'cow' 
voiced half-close back rounded vocoid. /tJoV [tjo^ 'wet' 
voiced breathy half-close back rounded vocoid. /tJpV [tjp'] *to creep' 
voiced half-open back rounded vocoid. /noV [no^] 'to spar' 
voiced breathy half-open back rounded vocoid. /noV [no'] *horn' 

4.3 Diphthongs 

Ixxi^l [ui^] voiced close back unrounded vocoid with half-close central unrounded 

offglide. Ix^m^l [X^m^] 'heavy' 
/lu®/ [ui^] voiced breathy close back unrounded vocoid with half-close central 

unrounded offglide. /p*^ui®/ [p*^ui^] 'clean' 

5. Tone 

At the present time, little formal analysis has been done on Western Kayah Li tone. It 
appears that Kayah Li has 4 tones, which we will mark in the following manner — low(0, mid(3), 
high-mid (no marking) and high(5). The high tone is rarely heard. Because of the meager 
amount of data with the high tone, there are no good minimal pairs showing contrast between 
high and the three other tones. The high-mid tone (no marking) is higher than the mid(3) tone, 
but almost imperceptably so. In Bennett's work at Chulalongkom University's phonetics lab the 



lul 


[u] 


IvJ 


[W] 


lol 


[0] 


lol 


[0] 


hi 


[0] 


lol 


[0] 
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distance between the mid and high-mid tone was very smalh^ The following tone diacritics 
demonstrate this: 



Low 



Mid 



High-Mid High 



The following data illustrate a contrast between the low (0, mid (^), and unmarked tone. As was 
noted there are no known examples of a minimal contrast with the high tone (^). 



[phui^] 'clean* 
[p^^ui®*] 'short' 
[phui33] ^dig' 



[thja] 'pig* 

[t^ja^ 'climb* 
[t^^ja^] 'sharp' 



[s'^je] 'ten' 
[s^^je^ 'sour' 
[s^je^] 'chicken* 



Note the following examples of simple clauses: 



1) je^ ma* t^ja ta* dui^^ 
this is pig one clsf 
'this is a pig' 

2) je^ ma* di* ta* be* 
this is frog one clsf 
'this is a frog' 

3) je^ ma* t^^e^ ^a^ ^eI 
this is gold one clsf 
'this is gold' 



[3-1-0-1-3] 
(where represents regular unmarked tone) 

[3-1-1-M] 



[3-1-3-1-1] 



4) je^ ma* pa^a^ 
this is mud 
'this is mud* 



[3-1-1-5] 



^(personal communication from J. Fraser Bennett) 
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[0-1-0] 



[0-1- 



5) 


to a' pje 




box it destroyed 




'the box is destroyed 


6) 


to ai dui 




box it big 




*the box is big' 


7) 


to ai thu3 




box it long 




*the box is long' 



[0-1-3] 



Note: Bennett believes that in reality their may only be 3 tones, low, mid and high. He 
identifies the unmarked tone as really a high tone7 

As was stated, the high tone (^) in the orthography is rarely used in Western Kayah Li. A 
list of known examples follows: 

pa^a^ 'mud' 

eUa^nui^ 'person who works without thinking about others' 

r)o^ 'word' 

5.1 Glottal and Tone: 

When I compared lists of words or placed words in a frame, I found that glottals occur on 
words with low, high-mid and high tones, but not on mid tones. Vowels with a mid tone are 
distinctively longer. 

6. Phonation 

Breathy vowels and diphthongs in Western Kayah Li are as common as their 
corresponding clear vowels and diphthongs. 
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Aspirated initial consonants, on the whole, do not occur with breathy vowels* but there 
are some exceptions to this rule, especially with breathy diphthongs. The following examples 
have been discovered; 



[t^^e] 


'needle' 


[p^ui^] 


'clean 


[thwO^] 


'tendon' 


[phui^i] 


'short' 


[thui^] 


'kick with leg/ shake out' 


[phui33] 


'dig' 


[taikhui^i] 


'bump' 







It is interesting to nutc Umi acj>puc Uie close similarities of Eastern and Western Kayah 
Li, one of the differences is phonation. In Western Kayah Li, breathy vowels are phonemically 
present while in Eastern Kayah Li they are not. Khu Noah (Western Kayah Li speaker) and Khu 
Klawreh (Eastern Kayah li speaker) read through a list of words with the same vowels and the 
same tones with the exception of one or two tones. The difference in vowel quality was slight to 
unintelligible for the non-native speaker. It is possible the distinction in phonation is becoming 
homophonous. 

Consider the following examples: 



Western Kayah Li 

[Iji] 'red' 

[ve^] 'husband' 

[pu] 'cow' 

[ne^] 'you' 



Eastern Kayah Li 

[lii] 'red' 

[ve^] 'husband* 

[pu^] 'cow' 

[neM 'you' 



^ibid 
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7. Structure of the Word 

Although Kayah Li is not a monosyllabic language, multiple syllables are very 
uncommon. From a 400 word list the following percentages of syllable counts were found: 

One syllable words 26% 

Two syllable words 44% 

Three syllable words 3% 

Compounds 27% 

As can be seen from the above percentages, many of the words were either one syllable, two 
syllable words or compoimd words. There were no words longer than three syllables. Note a 
few examples: 

taikla3me3 *half' ti^jenais^^i 'mist' 

tjora^ne ^straight' pa^henu^ 'yesterday' 

7.1 Distribution of Vowels and Consonants: 

A Vowel (V) can occur by itself, word initially or word finally. However, a vowel 
without a consonant is never the medial syllable in a three syllable word. 

V /oV 'live' 

V.CV /aiyi/ 'delicious' 

CV.V /GeoV 'thirsty' 

The vowels and diphthongs /ee^auiuoo ui®/ can occur alone representing the V syllable. 
Examples are as follows: 

/oV 'live* 

/o/ 'yes' or 'oh' 

/ui^/ 'to blow' or *pufr 
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/eV 


'to eat' 


/e/ 


'call' 


h/ 


'to call 



Bryant 



Notes on Western Kayah Li (Western Red Karen) Phonology 



/aV *3rd person* 



/uiV 



'to burn' 



Although the vowels /u/ and /i/ have no meaning as single vowels, /u/ is used in onomatopoeia in 
speech. There is no example of the diphthong /\u9/ occuring as a single vowel morpheme. 
CV can occur word initially, word medially or word finally: 
CV.CV.CV /ma^naro/ 'but' 

Any consonant can fill the consonant slot and any vowel can fill the nucleus. CCV, where the 
initial consonant is [k] or [p] and the second consonant is [1] or [r], can occur word initially, 
word medially and word finally. 



CV.CCV.CV /taikla^meV 'half 
CCV.CCV.CV /t^je^loMuV 'river' 
CCV.CCV.CV /krwiplotJiuV'bones' 

CCCV , where the second consonant is [1] or [r] and the third consonant is a labial or palatal, can 
occur word initially and word finally. There is no data to support any word-medial occurrences. 



CCV.CV /prekoV 'perhaps' 
CCV.CV /prgimoV 'girl' 
CV.CCV /ta^kli/ 'tortoise' 



CCCV /kljeV 

V.CCCV /o^krja/ 
CV.CCCV /nu^kiwo/ 
CCV.CCCV/djc^lje/ 

Note the following CCV consonant clusters occurring in Kayah Li (kl, kr, pr, pi): 



army 
'poor' 
'red fiery coals' 

'inside cucumber' 



CCV 


kl 


kr 


pr 


pi 


i 


ta»kli 

'tortoise' 


zE^kri^ 

'piece of cloth' 


Ge^pri^ 

'piece of bamboo' 


pii 

'beat with stick' 


e 


ta^kle^ 
'lazy' 


kre 

'argue' 


ta^pre^ 

'holes in weave' 


a^ple 
'taboo/curse' 
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z 


kle 
^market' 


i^kre 

'clean husk' 


pre 

'end of sentence' 


a^ple^ 
'between' 


a 


taikla 
'flea' 


kra3 

'dry' 


pra^ 
'intestine' 


pla3 
'arm* 


UI 


taiklui3 

'bored' 




priu^ 

'voice' 


pliu' 

'water overhead' 




u 


klui 
*land snail' 


krui 
'firewood' 


a^Ji^pru^ 

'powdery 
substances' 


plu 

'beat with the 
hand' 





klo 

*bark of large 
bamboo' 


kro3 

'kind of itch' 




pio 

'to make hole' 







khu^klo 
'head' 


kro 
'deer' 


i^pro 

'pound in mortar' 


oiplo 

'live in harmony' 


ui^ 




kriu® 

'bees leave hive 
together' 




plui^i 
'rinse rice' 




_ 



Restricted CCV consonant clusters occur, where the initial C is any consonant except /ji r z w v 
h/ followed by a second consonant /w/ followed by a vowel /i j e £ o o ./. Note the following 
examples: 



pwji 'nest' 
pwg 'every' 
pwe^ 'celebrate' 



tjwi 'puir 

tjwp 'hangs down' 

tjwe^ 'scar' 



kwi^ 'request' 

rwo 'along' 

nwe 'bounce on feet' 



Restricted CCV consonant clusters also occur where the initial C is any consonant except /ji w 1/ 
followed by a second consonant /j/ followed by a vowel /a e/. Note the following examples: 



kjei 


'stripes' 


nja' 


'true' 


P^je 


'take' 


k^ja 


'ice' 


pje 


'broken' 


vja 


'bee' 
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The following CCCV consonant clusters occur in Kayah Li: /klj, krj, prj, plj, klw, knv, prw, piwA 



cccv 


klj 


krj 


prj 


pij 


je 


klje3 

'army* 






dje^plje 

'inside cucumber* 






ja 


klja 

'road* 


o^krja 
'poor* 


prja 

'to vomit* 


plja3 
'to whip* 



CCCV 


kiw 


krw 


prw 


piw 


wi 


kiwi 
'dried seeds* 


krwi 
'bone' 










wo 


miiklwo 

'red fiery coals* 


krwo 

fofloW 


jwoprwo 
'bone' 


plwo^ 
'let* 
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